Towards the end of the 1980s the contours of a 'new world order' became more and more visible. Its rise was marked by the collapse of communist regimes and the increasing political hegemony of neo-liberal market ideologies. These established an environment for socio-economic and political change during the 1990s that would assert considerable reform pressures on all sectors of society, higher education included. South Africa's negotiated settlement (Kraak, 2001) or 'implicit bargain' (Gelb, 1998 (Gelb, , 2001 ) in 1994 must not only be seen as an isolated moment of a 'miracle transition' at the southern tip of Africa. It was also part of a political and economic transition process on a planetary scale that a large number of analysts have tried to capture as globalisation (Castells, 2001; Held et al., 1999) . Even though globalisation is a far from uncontroversial concept, there is general agreement that most nation states are going through a transformation process that is strongly affected by global trends and pressures. 1 These trends and pressures form, for example, an important basis for national public sector reforms with respect to higher education.
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Globalisation impulses stem from financial markets that started operating on a global scale and from the explosion that occurred in international 'connectedness' -both virtual and real -mainly through the internet, mobile telephony and intensifying travel patterns. Simultaneously global and regional free trade agreements proliferated and expanded. The most important examples of these are the World Trade Organisation (WTO), the European Union (EU), the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the Common Market of the Southern Cone (Mercosur in Latin America), the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC), and the Asia-Pacific Economic Co-operation Forum (APEC). These trends are also promoted through international agencies such as the United Nations and its organisations, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank.
All these 'planetary' changes created environments within which nation states had to consider a reorientation and repositioning of their still predominantly public higher education systems. This did not mean that governments were looking for alternatives to higher education. Instead the higher education institutions became a part of the national development policies in countries all over the world, with Finland, Ireland, and the East Asian Tigers as the prime examples. In South Africa a senior official in the new democracy's first education department, Trevor Coombe (1991), summed up their role as follows:
Universities remain great national storehouses of trained, informed, inquiring and critical intellects, and the indispensable means of replenishing national talent. They have considerable 4 reserves of leadership and commitment on which to draw. Impoverished, frustrated, dilapidated and overcrowded as they may be, they have no substitutes.
It was within this rapidly changing global context, that six months after South Africa's watershed first democratic election, Nelson Mandela issued a proclamation appointing a National Commission on Higher Education (NCHE) to 'preserve what is valuable and to address what is defective and requires transformation' (NCHE, 1996:1). This Commission had two central tasks: to rid higher education of the aberrations of apartheid and to modernise it by infusing it with international experiences and best practices.
With hindsight it is clear to see that few in South Africa realised at the time that these international 'best' practices, which like little streams had slowly gathered momentum in most other parts of the world, would overrun the national reform agenda for higher education like a flood through a hole in the wall. The 'wall' had up till that time isolated South Africa and other countries, such as those in communist Central and Eastern Europe, from global changes and had been a bulwark against a pent-up demand for internal change.
What were the global change trends that faced South Africa? A number of scholars have shed light on these developments and the underlying starting points. The Norwegian political scientist Johan Olsen (2000) has produced, for example, an interesting contribution to the policy debate on the modernisation of higher education in his country that is relevant to the South African debate.
Olsen claims that the traditional pact between society and higher education has become problematic. The signs of this are, first, that public support for higher education is decreasing, both politically and financially. In addition there are widespread accusations of insufficient quality, responsiveness, effectiveness, and efficiency in higher education. And finally there are many complaints about the lack of intellectual capacity in higher education at a time when there seems to be a growing need for it. As a consequence of the deterioration of the relationship between higher education and society, the re-interpretation of higher education as a service-company with society as its marketplace, is becoming the dominant one taking over from the traditional emphasis on academic freedom and collegial self-steering of academics.
According to Olsen (2000) academic self-steering was part of a large democraticconstitutional social order, with partly autonomous institutions. Constitutional regulations defined these institutions and their roles, competence, social and political relationships, and responsibilities. From this perspective institutional autonomy is a condition for legitimate governmental steering of higher education and peaceful co-existence with other institutions.
National debates about institutions are not new. They have regularly taken place and have led to many challenges concerning institutional autonomy. What is new, however, are the effects of international reform ideologies that fundamentally challenge the notion of institutional self-steering in higher education. According to the underlying ideas and
